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The act of building the logistics infrastructure
during Desert Shield created an atmosphere of
domination and a sense of inevitable defeat
among the Iraqis before the shooting war began.

—BG Robert H. Scales, Jr.1

DURING OPERATIONS Desert Shield, Des-
ert Storm, Enduring Freedom, and Iraqi

Freedom, the Army awed the world with its ability
to move an incredible volume of assets and get there
first with the most. The Army’s logistics focus was,
and is, on volume.

By contrast, Army Special Operations Forces
(ARSOF) struggled to develop efficient logistics
mechanisms. Lessons learned highlight the need for
restructuring. ARSOF arrive on the battlefield be-
fore echelons above corps (EAC) assets are in place
and frequently remain after they depart.2 ARSOF
are often dispersed over wide areas and in small
numbers. Even with EAC units in place, ARSOF
requisitions can be lost in the sea of other Army re-
quirements or delayed in multiple distribution nodes.
Civil affairs (CA) and psychological operations
(PSYOP) units attached to conventional forces are
at the mercy of local command logistics priorities
and unfamiliar processes.3

When the Army is the executive agent for base
operations support and is responsible for supporting
base tenants, the old cliché that, for supply, a sol-
dier is a soldier no longer applies.4 Sometimes a sol-
dier is an airman or a sailor in an ARSOF-led com-
bined and joint special operations task force
(CJSOTF).

When another service is the executive agent, the
opposite is true. The inflexible nature of the joint op-
erational planning and execution system and limita-
tions on intertheater airlift assets add to ARSOF
problems, which creates a unique planning challenge:
to coordinate Theater Special Operations Command
(TSOC) and Army Service component command
responsibilities. The ARSOF logistics challenge is
distribution.

The panacea of a distributed combat service sup-
port system and aerial supply and host-nation sup-
port/contingency contracting is not suited for all situ-
ations. These approaches have long been the staple
of smaller-scale unconventional warfare missions,
but different environments require different support
mechanisms. U.S. Air Force (USAF) Special Op-
erations Command (SOC) and Special Operations
Aviation Regiment (Airborne) penetration platforms
are not designed for routine daily supply missions.5

Compounding the problems faced by special op-
erations forces (SOF) before the main battle and dur-
ing counterinsurgency operations, the USAF simply
will not fly supply missions if there is any threat.6

Host-nation support and contingency contracting are
ineffective when an impending conflict causes the
populace to hoard supplies or when the campaign
degrades sources and routes of civil supply to the
region.

Contracted support also requires local security.
Contractors might be unwilling to work in areas
where indigenous forces provide security and where
coalition forces might be reluctant to allow ARSOF-
supported indigenous forces inside their security
umbrella. Lessons learned from recent conflicts tell
us that the Army’s logistics architecture must trans-
form to support ARSOF before, during, and after
an operation.

Transformation of SOF logistics needs to address
training, distribution, and coordination. The ARSOF
must develop—

l A system that provides training for logistics
planners and executors.

l A distribution system that assures priority, time-
liness, and accountability.

l An integrated coordination function that ensures
warfighters receive effective support from the ap-
propriate component.

SOF imperatives apply to each of the battlefield
operating systems that support SOF units. Accord-
ing to joint doctrine, logistical support of deployed
SOF is the responsibility of the service components.7
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Thus, SOF logistics must interface with existing ser-
vice systems. A critical component of this process
is the statement of requirements (SOR) for exer-
cises, operations, and contingencies. Properly trained
logistics staffs prepare SORs early during the plan-
ning phase of operations; the theater SOC validates
them; and the service component fills them. The full
military decisionmaking process is necessary to pre-
pare a thorough SOR.8 There is no cookie cutter.

Improperly staffed group or CA brigade and bat-
talion logistics cells might not be able to execute fu-
ture and current plans and simultaneously perform
current operations functions required to support an
Army special operations task force (ARSOTF), joint
special operations task force (JSOTF), or larger
CJSOTF. Failure to predict requirements places SOF
on the field of battle in competition for resources
with service component subordinate elements. Lack
of training in service logistics planning, processes,
and automation complicates the resolution of emerg-
ing requirements.9

The current SOF logistics architecture is a series
of patches. Because of downsizing and lessons
learned during Operations Desert Shield and Desert
Storm, U.S. Army Special Operations Command
(USASOC) created the Special Operations Support
Battalion (Airborne) and Special Operations Support
Command (SOSCOM) (Airborne).10 The late arrival
of EAC support units on the battlefield required a
direct-support (DS) capability until EAC assets were
capable.11 Lessons learned during Operation Endur-
ing Freedom demonstrate the difficulties inherent in
transitioning support responsibilities while in contact.
Transferring responsibility to an EAC unit disrupts
SOF support. When SOSCOM examined the re-
allocation of assets to other missions, it discovered
shortages in deployed organic support.12 Lessons
learned during Operation Iraqi Freedom demonstrate
the difficulties inherent in sustaining SOF organiza-
tional support in garrison without augmentation when
group support companies are fully deployed.13

The operational tenet that forces should train as
they fight requires SOF planners to have an in-depth
knowledge of service component logistical assets
and processes. They must also ensure that Army
National Guard (ARNG) and Army Reserve
(USAR) SOF are fully fielded with the latest equip-
ment.14 Training as they would fight is challenging
for organizations with large ARNG or USAR ele-
ments. Units should work habitually in garrison with
a DS slice. When SOSCOM’s ARSOF subject mat-
ter expertise assures low-density logistics specialty
training and provides a DS slice to units, it reduces
the adjustments required during crises. Trained plan-
ners and predictable organic and DS assets would
be at hand.

A Special Operations
Distribution System

The services are responsible for logistical support
of SOF. Navy and USAF SOF missions place SOF
near their logistics support hubs at the beginning of
any conflict, but this is not the case with ARSOF;
AFSOF attached to ARSOF; or Navy SOF with
long-duration, landbound missions. To coordinate
Army logistics support, landbound SOF must rely on
the ARSOTF to which they are attached or on the
TSOC.

When EAC units designated to support SOF are
not available early in the fight, local purchase or aerial
supply cannot reliably fill the void. During Opera-
tion Iraqi Freedom, the CJSOTF-North planned to
rely on these sources augmented by support from
U.S. Army Europe units based in Turkey. The Tur-
key option dried up early, and hoarding of and bomb-
ing Iraqi sources limited local purchase reliability.
With almost 200 C-17 loads deployed to a European
launch base, the CJSOTF was forced to use 4 to 6
MC-130 loads per evening to infiltrate and supply
the force.

Once the EAC is in place, the problems have only
just begun. The Army moves large volumes of sup-
plies with a distribution system geared to many ech-
elons and distribution centers that progressively sup-
port forward units. Significant misallocation of
supplies occurs at each step forward as unit “expe-
ditors” ensure their unit needs are met. Time is lost
when pallets change content and await full loads for
each echelon. Visibility is lost when the load moves
from one convoy to several at each forward node.
USASOC G4 visits to the U.S. Central Command
area of operations during Operations Iraqi Freedom
and Enduring Freedom documented these issues.15

The focus of Army logistics remains large gen-
eral purpose force (GPF) formations. The GPF com-
mand structure sets priority for supply. CA units’
needs were often an afterthought. If an attached CA
asset requested body armor and the armor arrived
at the higher headquarters distribution point, that
headquarters might send the items to infantry units.
The same applies to commodities like bottled water
or uniforms and other items that are Army-common
items. The TSOC, a one-star subunified command,
competes with the GPF main effort. A separate SOF
distribution process could ensure prioritization of even
Army common support.

Emerging SOF requirements require the interven-
tion of SOSCOM and SOC if the assets are to ar-
rive in time to be of use. During Operation Iraqi
Freedom, transloading added about 5 extra days of
administrative coordination and palletization. Com-
bined Forces Land Component Command transport-
ers have recommended that units try to ship pure
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pallets to avoid the accumulation of assets in distri-
bution centers, which would reduce the need to take
apart pallets to consolidate loads, thus shaving days
from the transportation timeline.16

Consolidating SOF pallets at the point of origin
could reduce flow time. While costing some time up
front, this would greatly reduce the amount of time
at each echelon of the distribution system. In unique
situations, SOC could arrange transportation directly
to SOF units.

The current process of sequential, echeloned dis-
tribution mixes SOF unit supplies with those of other
units serviced by the same distribution nodes, which
results in a loss of accountability and provides op-
portunities for expeditors to misroute supplies. In
short, in-transit visibility and accountability of SOF
supplies can be lost as pallets are broken down and
rebuilt. SOF pallets should be monitored and secured
at critical distribution nodes.

A SOF distribution system is required to piggy-
back existing distribution nodes only as needed and
maintain asset visibility to ensure prioritization, time-
liness, and accountability. The relatively low volume
of requirements would not overburden existing in-
frastructures. When EAC services and supplies are
available forward in theater, the TSOC could man-
age the process by coordinating with land, naval, and
air component commands to reduce demand on the
ARSOF distribution network.

Coordinate Validated Requirements
The keys to responsive support are an efficient

coordination chain and detailed mission planning.
Units cannot expect to be assigned support. Dedi-
cated support is responsive to the owner, but it
wastes capability. Fire support is never tasked to dis-
charge a specific number of guns. Instead, it is given
the target. Logisticians should receive a similar gen-
eral requirement to fill. During Operation Iraqi Free-
dom, CJSOTF-North requested C-17 transport air-
craft and was consistently asked, “What do you want
moved and when?” An Army transportation unit will
ask the same question but will not hand over the as-
set. The trucks and operators cannot be spared dur-
ing low-usage periods when they could support non-
SOF units. The TSOC might even need to reallocate
DS assets between JSOTFs during the fight to
maximize their usage rates.

The current patchwork SOF logistics architecture
evolved without efficient coordination. Before Op-
eration Desert Shield, theater Army special opera-
tions support commands (TASOSCs) existed to sup-
port deployed ARSOF.17 Because they were
ineffective, with deployed group headquarters ful-
filling the doctrinal role, the TASOSCs were stripped
to staff SOSCOMs. The remaining elements be-
came theater-unique special operations theater

support elements (SOTSE). In a 1995 memorandum
of agreement (MOA), U.S. Army Special Opera-
tions Command provided a SOTSE to the Central
Army as a logistics staff directorate to help U.S.
Army Central Command (ARCENT) coordinate
Title 10 support to deployed ARSOF. (Note that,
semantically at least, the SOTSE does not get
support for ARSOF.)18

In this well-meant attempt to support deployed
SOF, after they had been provided to the TSOC,
the Special Operations Theater Support Element-
Central Army (SOTSE-CENT) was under the com-
mand of SOSCOM and the administrative control
of ARCENT. The rating chain at the time, however,
lay with the U.S. Army Central Command logistics
staff. The SOTSE-CENT has been both praised for
fixing local, emerging problems and criticized for not
being responsive to TSOC and group needs. Given
the MOA, this was understandable. But the ques-
tion remains: How do deployed ARSOF get respon-
sive support from the Army Service component?

The coordination chain must become more effi-
cient. Maneuver units do not own close air support
(CAS) aircraft, but they coordinate timely CAS sup-
port. Artillery support has become quite sophisticated
in a supporting relationship. Fire support architecture
places coordination elements near decisionmakers.19

The TSOC, which is the requirements validator
and mission-tasker for logistics, tasks a force-
provider to deploy units and assets. Once deployed,
unit support requests, in theory, are screened and
filled only on TSOC approval. The support coordi-
nation is between the TSOC and the service com-
ponent. Therefore, the force provider, USASOC, is
an unnecessary link in the chain. The logistics co-
ordination cell should be part of a larger TSOC com-
ponent-to-component coordination package. Re-
sponsibility for this coordination rests with the TSOC,
however it is accomplished.20

Proper planning by trained staffs for appropriate
deployment orders and command and support rela-
tionships is critical to avoiding gaps in logistical cov-
erage. ARSOF attached directly to Theater Army
units, like CA and PSYOP assets under some sce-
narios, should require no coordination. It defies
imagination that an armor battalion attached to an
infantry division would have a liaison cell from forces
command or division support command at Theater
Army to ensure it received resources.

Distribution and training remain problems for at-
tached ARSOF, but effective training resolves the
coordination requirement, and the gaining unit is
within its rights to prioritize support to attached ele-
ments. A force provider exceeds its authority when
it seeks to influence operational resource allocation.
On the other hand, when ARSOF are under the op-
erational or tactical control of Army or other ser-
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vice component forces, logistical re-
sponsibility remains with the parent
unit (combatant command, the
TSOC, or higher headquarters).21

Both parent and gaining units must
understand  the logistical implications
of a command or support relation-
ship.

The Way Ahead
Any SOF logistics transformation

must improve training, distribution,
and coordination functions. An ef-
fective training infrastructure will
improve planning and integration
with Army logistics systems and pro-
cesses at all echelons and across the
full spectrum of ARSOF units. A
SOF-unique distribution system will
ensure priority, timeliness, and ac-
countability before, during, and after the presence
of EAC (or transformed sustainment brigade) as-
sets on the battlefield. A coordination architecture
focused on warfighters, with appropriate command
and support relationships, will create an efficient co-
ordination chain that provides responsive support to
deployed ARSOF.

There are two paths to logistical sufficiency. A
force can enhance its ability to tap into a capability,
or it can increase its organic force structure. Effec-
tive training, distribution, and coordination enhance
access to a capability, creating a smaller logistics
footprint and optimizing allocation of resources. Con-
structing organic capabilities for all environments and
in-theater logistics maturities is impossible. Enhanc-
ing the ability to tap into a capability does not pre-
clude combining the two paths. An organic force
structure ensures availability of support during all
phases of the operation and reacts to requirements
when information compartmentalization degrades
coordination time beyond feasible responsiveness.
The force-structure approach advocated by Colo-
nel Jorge Rodriguez in “What is Missing in ARSOF
Logistics?” has merit, but it does not maximize the
ability to tap into existing capabilities the Army pro-
vides or address coordination issues fundamental to
Army logistics transformation.22

Logistical transformation must address weighting
one of the two paths to sufficiency. The figure shows
the two paths branching away from the problem to-
ward either the execution or planning attractor. A
combination approach, with the main effort being ca-
pability access and force structure changes to en-
hance theater distribution or coordination, is the best
approach to the logistics challenges facing ARSOF.
The capability-access path is highly adaptable and
can be tailored to any environment, theater, or re-

gional logistical maturity. However, refined and in-
tegrated networking must exist, and this does not
solve distribution priority, timeliness, or accountabil-
ity problems. If a request for support is processed
inefficiently, the infrastructure cannot react. To re-
solve these difficulties, the Army must focus on train-
ing and coordination systems. Creating logistics co-
ordination elements or asset visibility/control teams
will require some organic force structure.

The force structure path is more responsive to or-
ganizational requirements and can alleviate the ef-
fect of poor planning or foresight and reduce the ef-
fect of information compartmentalization or
operations security concerns. However, this runs the
risk that logistics assets will not be fully exploited,
and the parent organization gains full responsibility
for the security and logistical support of its logistics
assets. The parent organization must not only receive
support, but deliver it.

 When we add to the organic support force struc-
ture, we multiply demand for support. Creating an
organization capable of doing this requires changes
to the tables of organization and equipment and sig-
nificant resources. Once these changes are made,
the resulting organizations must be fully deployed and
optimized.

No better time exists than now to reform SOF
logistics to maximize efficiency in the use of scarce
assets. USASOC can reorganize to provide the
training infrastructure and retain flexibility in allocat-
ing DS assets. SOSCOM can help the Army’s JFK
Special Warfare Center with doctrinal development
and support a SOF distribution system in-theater.

The SOSCOM vision, addressing both capability
and force structure pathways, is a great starting
point. The TSOC can accept responsibility for com-
ponent command logistics coordination elements.
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Since we submitted this article, the Army logistics
process’s reengineering has advanced, terminology has
changed, and future architecture has gained greater
clarity. We stand by the thesis that the focus of ARSOF
logistics transformation should be training, distribution,
and coordination—Authors’ note.


